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In this ambitious and comprehensive tome, Dangerous Bodies engages with the Gothic's obsession with the corporeal. Marie Mulvey-Roberts presents a vibrant and fascinating study with an impressive scope and scale as it charts the representation and pathologizing of the 'monstrous' body from the resurgence of the Gothic in the eighteenth century through to the late twentieth century.
The book opens with an exploration of the Catholic body as subject to torture and iconoclasm in the Gothic literature of Horace Walpole and Matthew Lewis in eighteenthcentury England. The chapters which follow move into the nineteenth century, focusing upon how Mary Shelley's Frankenstein (1818) and Bram Stoker's Dracula (1897), seminal Gothic texts, exhibit contemporary anxieties surrounding the idea of the monstrous body which can be read as cultural paranoia surrounding the threat of racial and gendered otherness. To this end, the study makes for disquieting and appropriately challenging reading throughout, both in terms of the subject matter and its concern with the immolation and persecution of the body (whether through war, female circumcision, anti-Semitism, or the slave-trade) but also in its insistence in raising 'some uncomfortable questions' and revising long-held assumptions about the political and cultural ideas of the authors of the Gothic texts with which it engages (5). In so doing, the point that Mulvey-Roberts highlights in her introduction, that subversive corporeal and textual bodies have traditionally been aligned, seems to be pertinently illustrated here as she writes that 'such iconoclastic approaches are part of a process for dislodging deeper disruptions quietly coiled beneath the very taboos that Gothic scholars so readily dismantle' and that 'it is surely the stuff of unease to consider how well-loved writers might be reinforcing negative stereotypes relating to the body, in regard to race and gender, that run counter to the liberal and humanitarian sympathies of modern audiences' (5). In its making strange of the canon, the book ascribes an ameliorist agenda to the writings of Mary Shelley, suggesting the possibility that the Creature in Frankenstein Mulvey-Roberts employs a rich and intricate prose, and each chapter is dense in historical fact and anecdote as she draws upon connections between the authors of these texts and their cultural milieu. At times, however, some these connections seem a little laboured and some of the claims in the chapters on Shelley and Stoker's novels really have to work to convince in their argument. For example, she posits that Matthew 'The Monk' Lewis's management of the slaves on his own plantation drew inspiration from Shelley's 93 Frankenstein, 'the idea of the mad scientist, who could create new beings from dead bodies, may well have appealed to Lewis as a fantastically pragmatic solution for keeping up his stock of slaves' (72). The latter chapters, however, seem less inclined to make such speculations and, perhaps, with their division of focus upon a proliferation of Gothic texts, they seem much more cautious in their critical approach.
Nevertheless, this is an exciting project and there is potential for development in terms of an exploration of modern Gothic, particularly when chapters such as 'Nazis, Jews and Noseratu' seem to highlight the continuing contemporary prejudices attached to the bodies of immigrants and religious others. In this respect, although the book maintains a commitment to the corporeal rather than the spectral (with a rather heavy emphasis on the vampire and Stoker's novel in particular which seems to colonize discourses of the Gothic here), Dangerous Bodies is haunted throughout by Derrida's notion of hauntology. MulveyRoberts acknowledges the importance of this early on in the study as she alludes to the idea of the 'spectre, a thing of the past, returning in the future' (8) as, for example, the horrors of war described in the bloody tales of vampires foretell those of future atrocities. The Gothic literature she explores here looks both backwards to horrors past, 'encrypting the return of the repressed, as well as pointing towards what was to come' (222). Though the conclusion may seem unflinchingly bleak, perhaps if we are to locate any optimism here, it might come through her insistence that we continue to return to the Gothic canon with fresh eyes, fortified against complacency, ready to encounter its horrors anew.
